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By Henry S. Bradsher
Washington Star Staff Writer

The U. S. Embassy in Saigon chose
to believe Communist assurances

that a truce would be arranged last -

April, rather than its own intelli-
gence reports that the North Viet-
namese intended to capture the city,
according to official sources.

This acceptance of what appears to
have been a deliberate Communist
deception was a major element in the
embassy’s failure to make adequate
preparations for the evacuation,
Thousands of Vietnamese who had
been promised that they would be

taken out, as well as dozens of Ameri-

¢ans, were left behind.
The assurances, which seemed to
originate in Hanoi, said that the

CUnited States would be given a

chance for an orderly withdrawal
from Vietnam during a halt in fight-
ing.

THE MESSAGE came through the
Hungarian and Polish delegations to
the International Commission of Con-
trol and Supervision (ICCS), which

“was created by the ineffective 1973
Vietnam cease-fire agreement. At-:

tempts to confirm it through the Sovi-
et Union yielded ambiguous answers
that were taken by many offu,xals as
confirmation. :
Officials in Washington made final
prepamtmnb for a helicopter evacua-
tion of Saigon on the basis of the
intelligence reports. But they also
gave some credence to the assur-
ances, if not so much as Ambassador
Graham A, BMartin in Saigon did.

Secretary of State Henry A, Kiss-
inger said when the evacuation ended
that until 24 hours befure it started,
“We thought there was some consid-
crable hope that the North
Vietnamese would not scek a solution
by purely military means . . . We
ﬂw\mlﬂt a negotjated solution in me

<t few cays was h"_'f.i v.Dr chable. s

} at then, “The Morth Vietnamese
_cbviously changed signals,” Kl%a!ﬂf’-

er said. .
Intelligence reports showed, how-
over, that there was no change of sig-
nals. The Communists never intended.
to make any kind of deal. Those re-
ports . were  substantiated by
independent means more than a week
w fore the final attack on Saigon and
o since iwen verified by Commu-

PHE PFICTURE which emerges
frem a lengthy investigation of the
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compounded by wx-;hful thmkmg
Martin in Saigon as well as officials
in Washington wanted to believe that
the assurances of a dignified, arrang-
ed ending were true. ‘

“Martin was so convinced that nght
up to the final air raid and rocket at-
tacks on Saigon, he was operating as:
if the war was about to halt. .

Even after the 4 a.m. bombard-
ment of Tan Son Nhut air base on the:
outskirts of Saigon which triggered
the evacuation order from Washing-
ton, Martin told members of his staff
that he could not under';tand what
went wrong.

But all along, reports from intelli-
gence agents of proven veracity had
said the Communist high command
intended to smash Saigon militarily.
It planned to destroy any vestige of
the Nguven Van Thieu regime, rather
than making any sort of deal with it
or with the Americans whom the
Comniunists linked with Thleu in
undifferentiated hatred.

The confus.mn which surrounded
the last American days was the kind
of failure of intelligence evaluation —
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not collectlon because the
raw material was there —
which had occurred many
times earlier in the Vietnam
and Cambodian wars. This
time it had the excuse of the
Communist deception about
intentions.

- THE ROLE of the Hun-
garians and Poles is un-
clear. It is impossible to
learn whether they were de-
ceived themselves by the

Vietnamese Communists:

into thinking a deal might
be arranged, or were in-
formed parties t¢ a plan to
throw U. 8. officials off bal-
ance by putting out a false
story.

Some Americans who
were involved in the high-
level exchanges during the
last few weecks of April be-
lieve the {wo Communist
delegations were in on the
plan. They also believe that
the Soviet Union was a
party to decéit, although
several senlor officials re-
fuse to accept this.

Despite the imtial furor
in this country after the Sai-
gon evacuation left many
persons behind, there has
been little public discussion
of what happened. TIhis

smts the Ford administra- .
“tion’ THeré*has been ar
< strong official desire jast'to -

fm‘gzct‘ about the whole
IeSs.
President Ford set the

tone at a news Ci(_‘ﬂf(ﬂ“‘éﬂ(t(?,

May 6, a week after the
evacuation of Saigon ended.
He was asked if he would
welcome **a congressional
inguiry into how we got in

and how we got out of Viet-

nam."
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“It would be unfortunate
for us to rehash” what hap- -
pened, Ford replied. “I
think a congressional in-
quiry at this time would
only be divisive and not
helpful . . .The lessons of
the past in Vietnam have al-
ready been learned...and
we should have our focus on
the future.”

THERE HAVE BEEN.
half-hearted congressional
attempts to probe the last
days. Up to now they have
been fended off by the una-

railability of Martin, who
has been ill, but now he has
recovered and is on leave
while the administration
tries to figure out what to’
do with hin.

Other officials who were
in Saigon at the end have
been dispersed to other
Jobs. The State Department
and the Agency for Interna-
tional Development say
they wanted to get them set-
tled in new jobs, but there is
a strong suspicion among
many officials that Kissiug-
er wanted to separate them
in erder to prevent too
much comparing of recol-
lections and mutterings
about the way things were
handled.

The sequence of events
which led to the Americau
retreat from Saigon has no
clear starting point, The
1964 Ter offensive might be

.one point, since il caysed
‘thehalt of contituing U8,
‘escalation of theé wdr. Buts -

the final phase started last
Jatiuary in Phuoc Loar
Provinee along thie Cambo-
dian border north of Saigon.
What the Communizis
called “'the FPeople's leem~
tion Armed Forces’
(PLAF), and were in fact
Morth Vietnamese Army
(NVA) units with some sup-
post from teoops raised in-

.

PENAL AJLJLILAE ¥V IM LAIERILNE, Lﬂullhll"
ed an offensive in Phuoc
Long about New Year's

resistance

Martin had been arguing
that the reduction of U. S.
ruilitary aid for South Viet- -
nam had so weakened the
southern army that it was
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“unable to hold outlying

areas. Ford asked Congress
in January for a $300 mil-
lion supplement to the $700
million already appropriat-
ed for military aid in the fis-
cal yvear ending last June
30.

WHATEVER THE rea-
son for the loss of Phuoc
Long — and some observers
have argued that it was cor-
ruption and a lack of will,
rather than a shortage of
American aid, which caus-
ed the Vietnamese army to
fight poorly — the Commu-
nists drew important con-
clusions.

They stepped up the flow
of troops and supplies
southward, adding to a
fighting strength andlogis-
tical base that had been
built up as part of both-
sides’ violations of the 1973
Paris Agreement. Hanoli de-
cided that it would strike at
other provinces on the bor-
der of Cambodia, where
adjacent regions were
being used as NVA staging
areas.

An  offensive began
March 5 in the Central
Highlands, which run along |
the western side of central
Soauth Viectnam. Ban Me
Thuoot fell five days later. In
a panicky decision made
without considering all its

ramifications or consulting

the United States, Preasident,
Thieu decided to shorten his
logistical lines and reduce
his battlefront by withdraw-
ing troops from the high-
lands.

. Inadeqguately prepared.. |
“and m-.ornpietely execitted,

“thdg withdrawal toiichad off -
a general collapse in the
northern and central re-
gions. On March 26 the
psychologically important
cld impervial capital of iue
fell to the NVA almest with-
nut a fight, and on March 29
Communists  toock over
South Vietnam's second-
larcest eity, Dan'wgr

The Con LTINS ts then de-
caded to finish the war by
capturing Satgon, non by ne-
gotiating {rom their new

CIA RDP77M001 44R0005ﬁ0ﬁ81§9"l aopth.
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‘significance .

fense minister, vo nNguyen
Giap. and its army chief of
staff, Van Tien Dung, pub-
lished an artidppriovedFo
the four main Hanoi publi-
cations on June 30.recount-
ing how the final victory

_ was achieved. They made it

clear that-the Communists
had never had any intention-
of making a deal.

After the collapse in the
highlands and the Hue-Da
nang area, they wrote, “‘the
time was ripe for our armed
forces and people...striking
directly at the enemy'’s last

lair in Saigon, completely

annihilating the puppet
army, totally overthrowing
the puppet administration
and achieving complete
victory

“By late March, when the
Hue battle was going to end
in victory, we had already
officially taken the decision
to launch a historic cam-
paign of decisive
. .bearing
the name of the great Presi-
dent Ho Chi Minh.”

This article in effect con-
firmed that the leadership
in Hanoi had always consid-
ered Vietnam as one entity,
despite the 1954 division of
the country, and was in
command of both parts
while using the PLAYF as a
fiction to obscure its con- |
trol. Western analysts have
generally felt that the Viet
Cong's National Liberation
Front (MLF) had a signifi-
cant southern appeal but
was uliimatcly a creation of
the unified leadership of
northerners and southern-
ers in Hanol.

The Far FEastern Eco-
nomic Keview, a weekly
news magazine published in
Hong Kong, carrvied on Aug.
¢ an interview with the
chairnan of the NLE’s cen-
tral committee presidiurm,

Npayen Huou Tho. Although )

he was a figurchead whose

. ipsignificance has beea.
emphzsized by His fnvisitil™

ity since the fall of Sa
Tha's account added de
tails.

«ny ARGUT THE begnr-
ning of the last week of
March, the determpinaiion {o
launch the historic
campaign . . .was official-
ly iaid down,” Tho said. He
did not mention who laid it
down, sinee that would have
consed tianol’s conired,
<At that time, we doit
nitely reaifirmed that the

gy aod admipistraiior

~e s fnvasiow of Cambodia. o
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‘United - States was com-,
pletely incapable of rescu-
ing their agents in Saigon,”
Tho said.

American analysts noted
that in early April the
'NLF's Liberation Radio
stopped referring to the
Paris Agreement’s provi-
sion for the establishment
of a three-parf National
Council of National Recon-
ciliation and Concord of
Thieu representatives,
Communists and so-called
neutralists as a transition
away from the Thieu re-
gime. The radio had been
using Thieu's reluctance to
agree to this as a propagan-
da weapon, but the signifi-

cance of its being dropped .

was not appreciated at the
time.

In fact, the Communists
had decided to abandon a
negotiated settlement as an
unnecessary encumbrance
now that total victory wis
in sight. The Paris Agree-
ment, which was nibbled to
death by both lanoi and
Saigon, had been ignored on
one more sectien.

Within two wecks of the
Communist decision, word
on it had filtered through to
the Central Intelligence Ag-
ency's offices on the sixth
floor of the U. 8. Embassy
in Saigon.

TR INFORMATION
came frora what Americans
called the Commurnists’
Central Office for South
Vietnam, or COSVMN. This
was the elusively mobile
military and political head-
quariers for the war in the
southern part of South Viet-
nam which U 6. troops had
tried unsuccessfuliy to cap-
wure o the May 197u-

. COSVN -wis, directed by,
Phan: Hung, a member of
the politburo of the Lao
Dong Party  the Commu-
nist organization based in
Hanot that rules Vietnam—
who sutranked eveu Gen.
Giap. Since the fall of Sai-
gon, Pham Hung bas
emergaed as the man m
charge of Seuth Vietnan,
ing precedence in offi-

Lover i

T

ang lead-
U ibe apporently

Proviswonal
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poweriess
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ontrary fo recent con-
gressional testimony about

‘“a lack of American intelli-

gence agents inside the Viet
Cong apparatus, the CIA re-
ceived occasional reports
from within COSVN. Over
the years, these reports had
repeatedly been proven.
accurate.

The first report on the
ate-March ‘decision to
smash over Saigon was
brief. Coming at a time of
rapid developments and
numerous intellipence re-
ports of varying degrees of
reliability, it seems not to
have gotten much attention
in either the Saigon embas-
sy or in Washington.

A FACTOR contributing
to this neglect was the mes-
sage which the Hungarians
and Poles were beginning to
whisper in American ears.

When the ICCS was set up
in 1973 supposedly to insure
respect for the ceasefire
agreement, it was generally
assumed by Westerners
that delegates from the two
Fast European countries
would be sympathetic to the
Victnamese Communists
while the other two ele-
ments, Canadians and In-
donesians, would be more
neutral or even symnpathetic
to Saigon's problems. Cana-
da quit the comumission
when it became impossible
to overcome {Uommunist ol
struction and do 4 meaning-
ful supervisian job, being
replaced by Iran.

%

M00144R000500080014-Tith the 1CCS moribund,

the Hungarians and Poles
took on a new role of inter-
mediaries, passing mes-
sages between the Commu-
nists and Americans. The
Hungarians in particular
came to be briefed regular-
ly on April's rapid develop-
ments by the CIA station
chief, Thomas Polgar, who
is.of Hungarian origin.

This relationship seemed
to have developed because
of Washington’s desire to
get word through to the
Vietnamese Communists
that would avoid any misun-
derstanding of U. 8. inten-
tions. The Far Eastern Eco-
nomic Review gquoted an
official in Hanoi in another
Aug. 8 article as saying,
‘““The question we had to
deal with was whether the
United States could dis-
patch troops for the second
time."’

WHATEVER TIIE rea-
son, the Hungarians ‘‘were
being told far more than
they (U. 8. officials in Sai-
gon) were telling anyone
else at that poinf,” accord-
ing to one source.

The message which the
Hungarian and Polish ICCS
delegations gave Polgar
was that it would be possi-
ble to arrange a truce for
the purpose of an oraeriy
evacvation of Amcricans
and some South Viei-
namese. A safe corvidor
from Saigon to the South
China &Sea for the overland”
movement of refuzecs to
Vung Tau or some oiher
seaport was mentioned

. 1 o rr fhonad N Rovolopicnary Government
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The meseage also con-

tained or implied — it is not
clear which one — that the
Communists would negoti-
ate an end of the war with
some acceptable adminis-
tration in Saigon. That

‘meant somone other than
.Thieu, with the preference

settling on Duong Van
Minh, the general known
from his large stature for a
Vietnamese as ‘“‘Big Minh.”
He had been a weak and
ineffectual South Viet-
namese chief of state for 14
months after President Ngo
Dinh Diem was averthrown
and murdered in November
1963.

The French embassy in
Saigon was active behind
the scenes at the same time,
Ambassador Jean-Marie
Merillon was teld by his
contacts that the Commu-
nists were willing to com-
promise an end to the war

with Minh, once Thieu was -

removed from power. This
information supported the
Hungarian and Polish mes-
sage and seemed to confirm
it.

The military situatien
was looking desperate as
MVA troops closed in on the

Saigon area. OUn April 10,

Tord asked Congress for an
emaergency allocation of
3722 million in arnns aid to
Saigon, plus $250 million as
an “iuitial” amount of eco-
nomic and humanitarian
aid. 'This was preseated as
a possibility of saving South
Vietnam, although Kissing-
er cu;.coded iater a lesser

THE COURSE then being
pursued, Kissinger said
April 29, “was designed to
save the Americans stiil in
Vietnam and the maximum
number of Vietnamese
lives, should the worst come
to pass.’”” The prospects for
sstvaging  the mititary
2 “iLY‘ 1]1 ﬁ'%n\L
ere Usomewhol
less than 50-56,” he sdded.

Bt there were 'mpet; of
negotiating an orderly enm
},’VT

_rmi “whid h*\ “had oixl**“'"'.
infplied at the time, :

DUSSENIRNE "
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Then oo April 17 the CTA
received o more getanied
account of the late-March
decision. A source in
COSVN reported that there
definitely would not be any
truce or negotiations with
any governmental entity in
Saigon, whether headed by
Minh or anyone else.

Instead, the report said,
plans were being made to

.attack Saigon as soon as

preparations were com-
pleted and to capture it, de-
stroying any semblance of
organized opposition to
Comimunist rule. One detail
offered to substantiate this

was that radar units were

* being put on Black Virgin

Mountain to direct captured
American-made planes for
an attack on Tan Son Nhut.
Black Virgin Mountain is
a volcanic cone that rises
3,235 feet abave the Mekong
River plain S5 rniles north-
northwesi of Saigon. A site
for American communica-
tions and radar during the
war, it had been’ captured
by NVA treops on Jan. 9.
Within two days after the
COSVN report was re-
ceived, photo reconnais-
sance had confirmed that
radar was being emplaced
on the mountain. But de-
spite this and the very kigh
rating given the report's
probable reliability, it got a
mixed recepiion in Saigon
and Washington,

e
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7 and inadequate to

_— mast of them ha
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The U. S. Navy and civil-
ian American vessels had
been on alert in the South
China Sea since Ford mobi-
lized ships for the evacua-
tion of Danang and. other
coastal towns at the end of
March. A higher stage of
alert for an emergency
evacuation of Americans
from Saigon by helicopter
was put into effect April 18
as a result of the new intel-
ligence.

The U. S. aircraft carrier
Enterprise sailed into Mani-
la harbor April 18 for an an-
nounced five-day visit. It
abruptly left a few hours
later. The carrier Hancock,
which had arrived at Singa-
pore April 16 for a sched-
uled seven-day visit, also

‘sailed April 18. All over
East Asian waters, Navy
ships were mar=‘1'ﬂk=d for
impending collapse in Sai-
gon, with most of them
arriving off the South Viet-
namese coast between April
19 and 21.

The Srate Department
sent a cable to Ambassador
Martin which seems to have
been triggered by the intel-
ligence, although this con-
nection cannot be confirm-
ed. It asked him about
evacuation pians.

LEVERY U. S. embassy in
a hazardous situation is
supposed to have an up-to-
o evacuate
Dt‘l\f"l te]  and

izte plan
enihassy
¢the

tion in oeed-Aprii. Mariin
fad always taken the atri-
tvde that Thieu's regime
woulkl last indefinitely, and
therefore his auh\rdinutu
d-pick-
e for lovalty rdthex than
competense — had not baen
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pressed to follew State De-

partment regu]auons on
this.

Some admxmstratwe divi-’

sions of the huge embassy
had been asked to turn in

~Jists not only of Americans

but also of -Vietnamese
whose lives might be in dan-
ger if the Communists took
over and therefore should
be evacuated. Thesc were
tossed into a box and when
the situation finally fell
apart they could not be
found in the panicky chaos
of embasssy administra-
tion.

Martin's answer to the
State Department's query
was that he had no plan to
evacuate local Vietnamese
emploves because there
were too many of them and
besides an evacuation
would induce panic in Sai-
gon, pussibly causing Thieu
to fall. At the same time,
Martin's deputy, Wolfgang
J. Lehmann, was telling
embasssy division heads at
staff meetings that plans
were being made to take
care of their high-risk em-
ployes, for whom many of
the other diplomats felt
great personal responsibit-
ity.

One officer in the embas-
sv says flatly that Martin
lied to some embassy per-

sonnel about evacuation -

plans, but others report
only evasions.

1, 8. Air Force plancs
were ev duua(m.g s0me pey-

timé. They were mostly em-

nloyés of e U8, Army, =

.‘!',z, others were waiting
r farthier word from the
thrassy.

s
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KISSINGER CABLED
back after getting Martin’s
answer, saying it was

- inadequate. Under pressure

from the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee and
other congressional units,
the secretary of state asked
Martin to speed up the
reduction of airplane evacu-
ations so the number of per-
sons who might need to be
lifted out by helicopter
would be manageable.

But Martin felt no great
urgency. On the basis of the

. Hungarian and Polish mes-

sage, he did not think a heli-
copter lift wounld be neces-
sary.

The evaluation in
Washington was complex.
Every morning a number of
groups met around town to
review the latest develop-
ments, and late every after-
noon a rmeeting was con-
vened at  the State
Department. Chaired by
Philip C. Habib, assistant
secretary of state for East
Asinan and Pacific Affairs, it
was attended most of the
time by Kissinger's No. 2
man, Deputy Secretary
Rabert 8, Ing=rsoll.

Representatives of State,
the National Security Coun-
¢il, the Pentagon, the CIA
and othier branches of gov-
eriiment met with ilabib to
try ioomake plans. But they
were almost overwhelmed
by the mass of sometimes
conilicting and often confu-

sina 1\,5)uxt5, mcnrumu to

Cu mentmﬂ on the Apnl“'_ ’
17 vonart from OSYN, this
souirce sald that the CIA
vsualiy ratied te indicate
clearty which reports out of

=5 of intelligence de-
secrved more eredence ihan
othors, A desire to protect
1A aoenis obscured the
fov that this particuiar re-
ae girectly from
Cihesoumce adne,
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APPARENTLY reflect-
ing the intelligence, Ford
said in an interview April 21
that he had the impression
in the previous few days
that Hanoi was seeking a
quick military takeover, but
there was ‘‘no way to tell
what the North Vietnamese
will do.” He noted that a
lull in fighting had set-in
around Saigon earlier that
day.

. This turned out to be a
five-day }ull, beginning as
Martiua, Pol ar and the
French ambasssador,
Merillon, finally convinced
Thieu that he should resign
for the good of South Viet-
nam. The lull seemed to
substantiate the Hungarian

-and Polish message of an

ORISR PR A

evacuation truce, but
evacuation went ahead only
fairly slowly while high-risk
Vietnamese remained in
their jobs.

“Officials here decided
that, because of the conflict
betwcen inteiligence and
diplomatic reports, the
possibility of an arranged
end needed to be checked
with Werth Vietnam. 't he
Soviet Usnilonn was asked to
inguire in Hanol
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